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Fighting a Series of Political Bushfires 
The Beattie government enjoyed a lively political honeymoon lasting around a year 
until mid 1999. Profiting from an initial showing of popular support, the Labor 
government secured a parliamentary majority of one seat in November 1998 
(courtesy of the Mulgrave by-election — see Queensland Chronicle, Australian 
Journal of Politics and History 45(2): 275). By early 1999 the Beattie government 
was well ahead in opinion polls and becoming increasingly confident as the only 
feasible administration. A January poll put the government ahead in its primary 
vote, with 47.5 per cent of those sampled supporting the ALP to 33 per cent for the 
Coalition. On a two party basis, support for the ALP was 58 per cent to 42 per cent 
for the Coalition (Morgan Poll in Bulletin, 26 January 1999). The formal 
Opposition parties (Nationals and Liberals with a combined 32 seats in the 89 seat 
Assembly) still seemed shell-shocked after the devastation of the 1998 state 
election. There appeared little chance of the various non-Labor members (44 in 
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total) ever combining to provide a viable alternative government — despite the 
Opposition leader Rob Borbidge claiming he was within one seat of forming 
government. 
Yet, Labor's return to government was not all plain sailing. All major parties felt 
rebuffed by the electorate acknowledging they faced months of work attempting to 
rebuild their traditional support bases. Labor's spokespeople suggested that being 
in government this time around was "continuously hard work" — made more 
arduous by their commitment to an extensive schedule of regional and community 
consultation (Bishop and Chalmers 1999). To make matters more difficult, during 
late 1998 and well into 1999 the Beattie ministry faced a series of political 
bushfires that occasionally threatened to destroy the government. While most of 
these problems were not of its own making, they nevertheless heightened 
uncertainty and preoccupied the government's attention. 
Causing particular strife, for instance, was the accusation of paedophilia levelled 
against a Labor back-bencher who was eventually charged with 47 sex-crimes 
against minors. This case became an ongoing saga occasionally degenerating into a 
public slanging-match between the Premier and the MP's lawyer Terry O'Gorman. 
A series of other scandals and controversies (such as extravagant ministerial office 
refurbishments) erupted in early 1999 to distract the government. In particular, the 
Health minister Wendy Edmond and the Fair Trading minister Judy Spence both 
came under sustained Opposition pressure over their comments and decisions —
although Beattie announced he would "stand by the women" in his cabinet 
(Australian, 11 March 1999 and Courier-Mail, 20 March 1999). The government 
was also embarrassed after being "conned" by the US TV series Baywatch which 
reneged on a verbal deal to locate to the Gold Coast — an episode described by the 
Tourism minister Bob Gibbs as "a deceitful charade" (and over which the 
government considered legal action — but let it drop for fear of scaring off other 
potential investors). As the year unfolded it became clear that the way the 
government managed these controversies had become a test of Beattie's credibility 
and capacity to govern. 
Sinking Expo on the Gold Coast 
A series of PR difficulties began early in the new year. The Beattie government 
was somewhat embarrassed to fmd out in January 1999 that the Philippines 
intended to withdraw from hosting the 2002 World Expo in Manila. The 
Philippines had narrowly won the right to host the Expo over Queensland in June 
1998 on the eve of the state election. The withdrawal of the Philippines (on 
financial grounds) meant that Queensland, as the second placed bid, was invited by 
the Paris-based Bureau of International Expositions (BIE) to resubmit its original 
bid featuring the Gold Coast site of Coomera if still interested. The original 
Queensland bid had been initiated by the Coalition with the support of the then 
Labor Opposition. The new Labor government agreed to resubmit the bid but first 
recalculated its costings and found that the event would cost taxpayers between 
$600 and $900 million. The government determined that this was a high price to 
pay for an event of dubious economic benefit to the state — especially as 
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significant private sector investment for the project was unlikely. The Premier also 
considered changing some of the aspects of the bid, such as broadening the focus 
from IT, changing the proposed site, and postponing the event by one year — all of 
which were not permitted ostensibly by the BIE rules. Beattie then flew to Paris in 
late January to try to renegotiate the bid with the BIE but was unsuccessful —
which meant the proposal was abandoned. It is debatable whether the government's 
tactics on this project were deliberately intended to sink the Expo initiative or were 
designed to assist the government to make the project economically viable. 
Borbidge strongly attacked the government over its actions (or lack of action) 
not only because the initiative arose from his own time in government but because 
the event was planned for the Gold Coast — his local area and a Coalition 
stronghold. The former Premier described Labor's stance as one of "absolutely 
lousy, cheap, fraudulent and dishonest politics" (Courier-Mail, 23 January 1999). 
Moreover, in allowing the project bid to lapse, the Opposition was able to paint 
Beattie as the "can't do Premier" — a label sure to resurface closer to the polls. As 
one journalist put it, since coming to office the government "will have 'can't do-
ed' the super-stadium, Bristram, the Nathan Dam and now Expo" (Courier-Mail, 
23 January 1999). Borbidge kept hammering Beattie as a "can't do" premier at 
every available opportunity. 
Controversy Over The Children's Commissioner Norm Alford 
The appointment of Australia's first Children's Commissioner by the Borbidge 
government in December 1996 was greeted with community goodwill and high 
expectations. The Coalition government chose a 63 year old "childless bachelor" 
Norm Alford, who was a former deputy in the Education department. Alford 
presented an initial report on paedophilia in August 1997, compiled with the 
assistance of a consultant adviser Bob Bottom — the NSW crime crusader. 
According to the Children's Commission there were 300 hard core active 
paedophiles operating in Queensland, many of whom had been protected by police. 
The report claimed that paedophiles included "two or three judges, a former 
cabinet minister, former MPs from both sides of politics and senior police" (Sydney 
Morning Herald, 23 August 1997). The report also criticised the Criminal Justice 
Commission (CJC) for not actively investigating alleged paedophile networks. A 
major battle then ensued between the Children's Commission and the CJC over 
their respective roles and over the release of evidence in official files. However, in 
November the Courier-Mail revealed that one of Alford's staff was being 
investigated for drug-dealing using a government car. It was also revealed that the 
22-year old staffer, Michael Bimie, had become a personal friend of Alford's after 
they met at a MacDonald's takeaway in Toowong and there was some suggestion 
that Alford had used his influence to have Birnie appointed to the Commission — a 
charge denied by Alford. In November 1998 Alford was forced to stand down for 
the duration of an official investigation into the allegations (see Australian Journal 
of Politics and History 45(2): 276). 
The sordid scandal intensified when revealing pictures of Alford and Bimie 
were published. The photographs were taken at Alford's home and showed them in 
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bed together, in the bath and posing half-clad. Previously Alford had claimed that 
there had been no physical or improper relationship between himself and Birnie. In 
February 1999 Alford appeared before a CJC misconduct inquiry and in March 
admitted to a physical relationship with Birnie. When the CJC produced an interim 
report, Alford was forced to resign on 17 March citing his high legal costs as the 
reason for going. Alford claimed he was the "victim" of a "smear campaign" 
(Courier-Mail, 20 March 1999). Police continued their investigations into June and 
July exploring other possible criminal charges relating to any previous misconduct 
(including attending the Sydney Gay Mardi Gras while Commissioner). 
Throughout this period Alford appeared in public a bewildered man caught up in 
things well beyond his control — although he also demonstrated he was a capable 
behind-the-scenes operator. Others in the former Coalition government 
remembered alerting senior staff to Alford's living arrangements around the time 
of his appointment claiming both staff in the Premier's department and Family 
Services department knew of allegations before and while he was Commissioner 
(Courier-Mail, 10 July 1999). 
The simmering scandal did much to exacerbate the declining community 
confidence in government and in public officials. The Beattie government tried to 
wash its hands over the matter but had to sit back while a senior public official was 
investigated and damaging allegations were aired in public. In March the 
government announced the introduction of new checks into the personal lives of 
public servants working with children and the intellectually disabled — the checks 
were intended to reveal previous or alleged cases of sex abuse even if not proved 
resulting in a conviction. The scandal over the Children's Commissioner was also 
unfortunate in that it ran in parallel with the investigations of the Forde Inquiry 
(established by the Beattie government in July 1998) into the abuse of children in 
institutions (see below). 
One Nation's Sudden Implosion 
The parliamentary members of Pauline Hanson's One Nation Party did not know 
one another before they sat together in Parliament as a cross-bench party. The 
strain of working together with equally inexperienced strangers began to take its 
toll on personal relations within the party. In February the ten remaining party 
members, shortly after advocating the abolition of the Criminal Justice 
Commission, split over the issue of the party's constitution and lack of internal 
democracy. Initially four members quit the party over criticisms that the Hanson 
party did not adequately involve them in decisions (Dorothy Pratt, John Kingston, 
Shaun Nelson and Ken Turner). After a series of phone conversations this group 
issued a statement on 3 February indicating they did not accept the assurances of 
the national leadership (Hanson and David Oldfield) that the party would be 
democratically run. The statement released publicly included 10 points of which 
the most important were the rejection of the proposed constitution, the demand that 
Hanson, Oldfield and Etteridge stand down from the executive and that electoral 
funding from the Queensland state election be deposited in a trust account to be 
controlled by a state executive. A fifth member, Jeff Knuth, who had also 
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expressed reservations was given an "ultimatum" by Hanson to publicly affirm his 
commitment — which he declined to do. While four of the former One Nation 
members decided to remain "independents" in the Parliament, Jeff Knuth decided 
to establish his own rural party — a new Country Party — reclaiming the original 
title of the National Party. 
The split came with financial costs to the MPs in terms of their parliamentary 
entitlements. The Premier withdrew around $400,000 in entitlements to the One 
Nation group (because it did not now qualify for party status in the Parliament) but 
refused to allocate the money to the five new "independents". This led to some of 
the former One Nation members drafting a document ostensibly designed to 
express "just enough agreed common ground" to qualify for full party status and 
reclaim the public funds. The Premier was dismissive of their attempt to "conspire" 
to obtain funds by false pretences. Shortly after this one of the remaining One 
Nation MPs Jack Paff was condemned by the all-party Parliamentary Criminal 
Justice Committee for lying to Parliament about claims that he had not had help 
writing his maiden speech. Paff had earlier made mischievous accusations to the 
Criminal Justice Commission over police misconduct and when found out claimed 
he had done this as a test. Paff was eventually forced to resign from the PCJC and 
was replaced by the Liberal member for Clayfield Santo Santoro. To compound 
One Nation's problems one of their former (unsuccessful) candidates, Terry 
Sharples, began a legal challenge against the party claiming it had not been 
properly registered before the last state election. 
Borbidge Weathers a Second Storm 
After suffering months of speculation, Rob Borbidge's leadership of the National 
Party again came into question in early February (he had previously survived a 
party-room challenge in May-June 1994 — see Australian Journal of Politics and 
History 40(3):392). Over summer it was rumoured Borbidge was enjoying his final 
overseas trip as party leader after which he would be replaced. While he was away 
a number of malcontents led by Vaughan Johnson and Allan Grice actively began 
campaigning against his leadership. The challengers believed the existing 
Opposition line-up was making little headway against the government and the low 
poll support for the Nationals added to their concerns. They accused Borbidge of 
not having "fire in the belly" after losing the 1998 election. Their preferred 
candidate was the deputy leader and shadow State development spokesman Mike 
Horan who publicly remained distant from the organisation of the challenge. The 
leadership challenge became a mismanaged affair with only a few senior Nationals 
showing their dissatisfaction. Many of the existing Opposition front bench publicly 
declared themselves loyal to Borbidge (including Russell Cooper, Lawrence 
Springborg, Vince Lester and Howard Hobbs). To ward off the challenge, the 
management committee of the National Party summonsed Horan to a breakfast 
meeting on the day the leadership issue would be settled in the party room — after 
which the leadership spill was effectively called off. At the party meeting Borbidge 
was re-elected leader unopposed. He quickly announced changes in his front 
bench, promoting his supporters and disciplining his detractors. Lawrence 
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Springborg became deputy leader, Mike Horan was moved to Police and 
Corrective Services; Allan Grice was dumped from the front bench and Doug Slack 
(replacing Grice) was appointed as State Development spokesperson. Vaughan 
Johnson retained his position as transport spokesperson. In April Marc Rowell 
replaced Rob Mitchell as spokesperson for Mines and Energy. 
Other developments in the Coalition included the re-establishment of a shadow 
ministry for multicultural and ethnic affairs headed by Santo Santoro — who had 
held a similar post when the coalition was last in Opposition prior to the 
Mundingburra by-election. Once in government the Coalition had dispensed with a 
separate "ministry" preferring to include this area within the Premier's portfolio. At 
a Young Liberals convention Santoro also began publicly advocating a return to 
compulsory preferential voting — arguing that the optional preferential system had 
"by default brought Labor to power" because many One Nation voters had chosen 
not to allocate their second preferences (presumably back to the Coalition 
candidates). The Liberal Party also appointed a new party director, Graham 
Jaeschke, an official from the South Australian division, who took over in February 
from Greg Goebel. 
The Forde Inquiry into the Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions 
Following a change of government in 1999, Premier Beattie moved to establish a 
wide-ranging inquiry into the institutions responsible for the care of children. 
Beattie was pushed to establish such an inquiry after the One Nation maiden 
speeches which accused some current ministers of a cover-up over previous 
allegations of child abuse. Beattie appointed the former Governor Leneen Forde, 
who began extensive hearings. The evidence uncovered shocked the state. Forde's 
report was released in June 1999 to a barrage of media attention. She presented 
damning evidence of abuse and neglect and poor monitoring by the departments 
responsible for overseeing the care of children in public and private institutions. 
Children had been chained to fences and drains, restrained in handcuffs, severely 
punished and in some instances "calmed" with stupefying drugs. Many staff in the 
institutions were inadequately trained or had little relevant experience. 
Forde called for a state apology for the mistreatment suffered and for 
reconciliation and compensation. The report of the Forde Inquiry concluded by 
making 42 major recommendations aiming to improve child protection within care 
facilities. The report also urged better departmental monitoring of child protection 
within public institutions. The required funding package necessary to rectify and 
prevent such abuses occurring in the future was estimated to be of at least $110 
million. 
Industrial Issues, EPA and the Privatisation of the TAB 
In February and March Queensland was rocked by a series of industrial 
confrontations around the state. At the Gordonstone underground coalmine 
numerous arrests were made including one of the government's own backbenchers, 
Jim Pearce Member for Fitzroy. The genesis of the dispute can be traced back to 
October 1997 when 350 miners were sacked by the US-based mining corporation 
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ARCO on the ground of poor performance and rising costs. Later the company was 
ordered to pay compensation to the workers of $4.65 million by the Australian 
Industrial Relations Commission which ruled the sackings were harsh, unjust and 
unreasonable (Courier-Mail, 19 February 1999). Another mining multinational 
company Rio Tinto later acquired the mine and re-hired fifty workers and 
announced intentions of increasing its workforce to 150 in total. However, while 
some of the fifty employees belonged to the main union (the Construction Forestry, 
Mining and Energy Union) a number of workers were not union members, which 
caused bitter resentment at the worksite. While the Premier was urged by critics to 
keep the union under control, he called for the federal government under whose 
award the industry operated to appoint an independent negotiator to settle the 
dispute. The dispute was complicated by the legal separation of companies working 
the mine — but the federal court included Rio Tinto into the dispute with ARCO. 
While the mine was allowed to continue on an enterprise agreement (not 
recognising preference of employment to sacked workers) a compensation deal was 
put together by the state government pledging $200,000 to assist the sacked 
workers, a figure matched by the employer Rio Tinto. 
A month later another dispute between workers at the Sun Metals zinc refinery 
threatened to further damage the state's economy. As the dispute entered its third 
week workers and unions faced high fines for ignoring an IRC ruling to return to 
work. The 800 workers involved decided to return to work in late March when it 
became clear that the Korean company backing the mine was threatening to pull 
out of Queensland. 
In March the government launched a new agency to enforce both the Nature 
Protection Act and the Environmental Protection Act and to monitor industry. The 
Environmental Protection Agency was modelled on similar agencies in Australia 
and overseas (indeed, Queensland was the last state to establish such a body). 
Barry Carbon, a former head of the Commonwealth EPA and environmental 
consultant, was appointed to head the agency which reported to the Environment 
minister Rod Welford. The agency received initial commitments of support from 
both sectors of industry and the green lobby — but it was apparent from the outset 
that problems lay ahead with the mining industry and with state development 
issues. 
The Beattie government announced it was intending to change ALP policy on 
the privatisation of the betting agency TAB through the June state conference of 
the party — overturning the decision of the previous conference in 1998 opposing 
privatisation. The rationale of the Labor government was that the TAB would 
continue to pay tax to the Office of State Revenue and that the funds generated 
from the sale of the asset could better be used for social and community programs. 
However, the racing industry (representing 24,000 employees) was opposed to the 
corporatisation of the TAB and in February offered to buy out the betting agency 
for between $50 and $80 million (a figure regarded as too low by the government). 
The industry was concerned about the tax rates that would apply in future and the 
long-term financial (and government) support for the track-based industry. The 
previous Coalition government had given the industry commitments to reduce the 
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tax from 34 per cent to 25 per cent after privatisation. Beattie argued that a 
privatised TAB could not itself afford to finance the racing industry to the extent 
sought by the racing clubs. These issues further complicated Labor's attempt to 
privatise the agency. 
Rather than risk a major disagreement with the party, Beattie promised not to 
make a definitive decision until after the June ALP conference had a chance to 
decide the issue. In March the cabinet collectively supported the privatisation 
option, subject to conference approval, and each minister was obliged to support 
the decision at conference. The main difficulties in getting agreement from the 
party were the opposition in principle by the Queensland Left faction to the idea of 
privatising profitable public assets and worries from public sector unions that 
privatisation would mean job loses (a feature that had accompanied the recent 
privatisation of the Suncorp building society). Before the conference Beattie 
personally wrote to over 300 ALP delegates outlining his case for privatisation and 
seeking support. After a well-rehearsed debate on the issue, the Labor conference 
agreed (on the voices) to the public float of the TAB — estimated to be worth 
around $200 million and scheduled for November 1999. The fact that the vote was 
taken on the voices indicated some mixed emotions remained and that the factions 
were not prepared to risk a debilitating division or declare unambiguously their 
support or opposition to the motion. 
The Stubborn Rate of Unemployment 
While the Beattie government had declared a target of no more than 5 per cent 
unemployment over five years (to 2003), progress in reducing the existing rate of 
unemployment was slow. The rate of unemployment proved stubborn — sitting 
over 8 per cent and not much less than the 9.1 per cent rate Beattie inherited when 
he became Premier in July 1998. Despite record high levels of capital works and 
investment (such as new roads, major road extensions and hospital 
redevelopments) the unemployment rate remained virtually unchanged. The 
average yearly rate of unemployment for 1998-99 was 8.4 per cent — with the 
government predicting that this would only drop to 7.8 per cent by June 1999. In 
January 1999 (with unemployment at 8.1 per cent) the government also received 
sobering news from a private economic consulting group that predicted the rate of 
unemployment would remain over 8 per cent in 1999-2000 and only fall to 7.3 per 
cent in 2002-2003 (Courier-Mail, 25 January 1999). 
While the Nationals had for some time blamed National Competition Policy for 
many of the country's woes, such as regional unemployment, the Premier also 
entered the fray in 1999. While Borbidge argued the NCP was run by unelected 
officials and driven in the interests of the "big end of town", the Premier argued for 
stronger public benefits test (a means to qualify or suspend the impact of NCP on 
particular projects or industries). Beattie pushed for a renegotiation of the NCP 
guidelines at the April Premiers' Conference. Borbidge gave a major speech to the 
party's central council arguing that the main challenge for the Nationals was to 
"represent the new poor: victims of social and economic change and the excesses 
of national competition policy" (Courier-Mail, 3 April 1999). 
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In other developments the Premier declared there was a "lot of similarities 
between Joh and I" referring to the right-wing former Premier who ruled 
Queensland from 1968 to 1987. Beattie claimed that they both put Queensland first 
and actively promoted economic development. The Premier also spoke of his 
respect for the "can-do" Victorian Premier Jeff Kennett whose "no-nonsense 
approach ... gets things done" (Courier-Mail, 9 March 1999). While an electoral 
redistribution process was underway (see next Australian Journal of Politics and 
History) Paul Braddy, the Minister for Employment and Training and a long-
serving front-bencher, announced he would not recontest his seat of Kedron in 
Brisbane's northern suburbs (and a seat in the process of being abolished by the 
electoral redistribution). His decision eased factional concerns over retaining seats 
and levels of representation in the Parliament. The ALP's state secretary, Mike 
Kaiser, also announced in February that he was actively seeking a state seat in 
Parliament and would contest a pre-selection battle after the electoral redistribution 
was completed later in the year. The ALP also conducted an internal review of its 
Townsville branch after two officials (Shane Foster and Karen Ehrmann) were 
found guilt of branch stacking and electoral fraud and sentenced to gaol. 
Sources: Bishop, Patrick and Jim Chalmers, "A Response to Populism: 
Community Cabinets in Queensland", Proceedings of the 1999 Conference of the 
Australian Political Studies Association, volume 1, pp. 39 -49. 
